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In order to ensure respect for and 
protection of the civilian population and 
civilian objects , the Parties to the conflict 
shall at all times distinguish between the 
civilian population and combatants and 
between civilian objects and military 
objectives and accordingly shall direct 
their operations only against military 
objectives. ' (Article 48 of the Protocol 
1, Geneva Conventions, 1977) 

Other articles repeatedly 
prohibit targeting civilians. Article 51 
prohibits indiscriminate attacks. Article 
54 declares , 'it is prohibited to attack , 
destroy , remove or render useless 
objects indispensable to the survival of 
the civilian population , such as 
foodstuffs , agricultural areas for the 
production of foodstuffs , crops , 
livestock , drinking water installations 
and supplies and irrigation works .' 

In the war on Afghanistan, as 
before it in the war on Iraq, these words 
were tossed aside with remarkable 
consistency. Millions of innocent civilians 
suffered when they were supposed to 
be protected. The danger to their life, 
limb, honour, and property did not 
decrease one bit. These noble 
declarations have saved not one life. 

More than 900 innocent Afghan 
Muslims had been martyred, as I write 
this, thousands had been injured, not 
to mention the millions driven from their 
homes facing death from starvation and 
sickness due to war imposed by the 
leaders of the 'civilised world'. 

At the same time economic 
sanctions continue to kill thousands 
every month in Iraq. Previously in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina the target of armed 
action was the entire Muslim civilian 
population. In Palestine and Jammu and 
Kashmir, besides killing them as a daily 
game, the occupation forces persecute 
and savage civilians and violate each and 
every clause of international law. 

In each of these cases, the 
institutions and people that were 
supposed to uphold these laws, either 
actively supported the violators or 
indirectly helped them through silence, 
inaction, and targeting those brave 
people who would challenge them. It 
includes governments, international 
institutions, as well as the media and 
leaders of opinion makers. 

If we look at the atrocities that 
have been committed in armed conflicts 
in the 20th century, we may realise that 
the real difference between the time of 
Genghis Khan and today is that his 
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weapons were primitive; he did not have 
a sophisticated propaganda machine; 
and he had not signed the Geneva 
Conventions! 

The Geneva Conventions have 
come to signify the hypocrisy and bigotry 
of our times: it is a play enacted at the 
highest levels. We hear big 
pronouncements, statements of 
principles, and declarations of moral 
values. In practical terms they add up 
to a big zero. They are there to make 
the perpetrators feel good and assure 
them of their'higher moral ground'. Like 
facades on a film set there is absolutely 
nothing behind them. Is it any wonder 
that the rulers and generals do not look 
at 'international law' when planning their 
campaigns. 

In the age of high powered 
media machines and manufactured 
consent, the duplicity runs deep. One 
can see it in the 'international' discourse 
and the 'international' outcries. For 
example, not long ago, the whole world 
was jumping up and down at the 
'outrage' of destruction of two big 
statues in Afghanistan. 

Today, as mosques, homes, 
hospitals, and food storage facilities are 
being obliterated, killing innocents in the 
process, the outrage is conspicuously 
absent. 

Not too long ago, there was 
concern for the 'oppressed' women of 
Afghanistan. Today without the blink of 
the eye, an 'international coalition' is 
bombing the same women and children. 
Their declared purpose is to bring those 
very questionable people to power in 
Kabul who had wreaked havoc on the 
population and violated women's honour 
the last time they were there. 

We are told that this is the 
nature of war. In other words, the 
Geneva Conventions and international 
treaties do not apply in war conditions! 

Contrast this with Islamic 
teachings and practices. After 13 years 
of patiently withstanding persecution at 
the hands of Makkan infidels, the 
| Muslims were finally allowed to fight 
I back. Here is the first Qur'anic verse 
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about Jihad: 'Fight in the cause of Allah 
those who fight you but do not 
transgress limits; for Allah does not love 
transgressors.' {Al-Baqarah, 2:190 ) 

Muslims were allowed to fight, 
but only with those who took part in 
aggression against them, and they were 
not to transgress limits. Non-combatants 
were not to be touched. This would 
always remain the high point of Jihad in 
Islam. Prophet Muhammad, Sall-Allahu 
alayhi wa sallam, included the 
instructions as part of the marching 
orders to the Mujahideen: 'Do not kill 
women, children, and old men.' 

The widely reported instructions 
of Sayyidna Abu Bakr, Radi-Allahu anhu, 
given to Yazid bin Abu Sufyan, who led 
the campaign to Syria were: 'Do not 
attack priests and places of worship. Do 
not kill women, children, and old people. 
Do not destroy any green trees or 
orchards. Do not interfere with peasants 
and their cultivation.' 

These instructions were 
repeated in campaign after campaign. 

Thus did Islam civilise war 14 
centuries ago. To a world that had seen 
no limits to the atrocities that could be 
committed during war; that had only 
seen the Greek, Roman, and Persian 
hordes burning, killing, and violating 
women's honour as integral part of these 
war; that had no concept of international 
law or any moral consideration; to such 
a dismal world Islam brought — for the 
first time and unilaterally — a law about 
war that announced that in war, as in 
peace, justice, fairness, and morality 
must remain supreme. 

The depth of Islamic concern for 
the protection of civilians can be gauged 
by examining the discussion of Islamic 
jurists: 'What if the enemy hides in a 
fort and surrounds itself with women and 
children so that it is impossible to attack 
the soldiers without risking the life of 
those women and children?' 

The answer: 'It is not 
permissible to throw arrows, thereby 
endangering women and children.' 
Evidently because any indiscriminate 
throwing of arrows might wound or kill 
these who were non-combatant. There 
was no question of justifying such killings 
as 'collateral' damage. 

Today the humanity is crying for 
peace and justice that the 'civilised 
world' has also promised but only Islam 
has ever delivered. 

Khalid Baig 
(Impact International, Nov. 2001) 
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